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The most important human qualities a man should possess, according to Frederick Forsyth, are 'Strength without brutality, honesty without priggishness, courage without recklessness, humour without frivolity, humanity without sentimentality, intelligence without deviousness, scepticism without cynicism. ' In his autobiographical essay 'The beginning',2 Victor Rothschild records that 'I grew up in an atmosphere of undiluted natural history', but his sister, the Hon. Miriam Rothschild, F.R.S., recalls that he was never a very keen naturalist. He was distinctly unenthusiastic about keeping a flower diary, although insects fascinated him, particularly bumble bees. Eight years of private education developed his interests away from natural history, but the intellectual discipline of scientific enquiry had been established by his early childhood experiences. It was to remain with Victor throughout his life and was to be applied by him with impressive effect to the many and diverse activities in which he became involved. One of the most engaging characteristics of this gifted and talented man was that, in his adult life, he retained the instinctive impulsive curiosity of childhood; until the day he died he kept his enthusiasm and his ability to learn a new subject, and whatever the context and wherever the circumstances, he was never afraid to ask 'Why?'.
During his years at school his attention was directed to classics until he reached the Sixth Form, at Harrow, when his interest in scientific discovery was rekindled by the biology master, Douglas M. Reid, for whom Victor was one of only two pupils. Reid set as a holiday project the dissection and labelling of a frog. Victor invited Miriam to help him. This shared task fired the interest of both brother and sister; both were to have distinguished careers and to become the first brother and sister to be elected to the Fellowship.
From then on Victor took a more conventional interest in biology, going up to Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1929 as a Pensioner. Cambridge proved to be a formative place. He found it so congenial that he chose it as his principal home for the rest of his life. In those early years he formed deep and enduring friendships, most notably with Alan (later Sir Alan) Hodgkin and Marcus (later Lord) Sieff. Alan Hodgkin recalls that he had a gift for making life fun and releasing people from their normal inhibitions. He positively relished the opportunity to modify the outlook of those of his friends who had been brought up according to the Puritan ethic.
Bored by the prospect of working for the Natural Sciences Tripos, Victor embarked at once on research for his doctorate. This course of action was permitted by the statutes when he began, but these were changed suddenly, leaving Victor needing to get an ordinary degree within a year. In pursuit of this objective, he acquired George Rylands as his English tutor. The effortless writing of elegant prose was one of the few talents with which Victor was not endowed. It was something he had to work at under Rylands' guidance. Thereafter, throughout his life, he adhered to the rules of punctuation that Rylands taught him and fiercely defended them against anyone -however eminent -who had the temerity to challenge the positioning of a Rothschild comma! The English syllabus included the works of Addison. Victor happened to see an 18th century edition of his works on David's Bookstall in the Market Square and he bought it. This was the first purchase in what would become a magnificent collection of 2739 items, including first editions of Swift, Pope, Sheridan, Smollett and Johnson, as well as many others. At this time he also became a close friend of Anthony Blunt. Like many others in those days, he was impressed by Blunt's outstanding mathematical and artistic abilities, and by his high ethical principles. In an act of characteristic generosity he gave him £100 -a significant sum in 1932 -to buy his first Poussin. Blunt's profound deception in this early friendship was to surface many years later to become the source of the darkest depression in Victor's life.
In addition to his considerable intellectual abilities, Victor was a natural athlete. He was an accomplished cricketer and could have expected to obtain a cricket blue. His failure to secure this was attributed, by him, to his lack of enthusiasm for net practice, and by others to his predilection for disagreeing with the captain. Undeterred by his exclusion from the University team in his first year, he continued to play for Northamptonshire and gained his cap after making 37 runs against the bodyline bowling of Larwood and Voce. He was injured by Voce and this contributed to his giving up county cricket, though he continued to play excellent tennis and, later, golf. In those early years at Cambridge, Victor was influenced by the work of Professor (later Sir) James Gray, who was Head of the Department of Zoology, and he became fascinated by fertilization. He was elected to a four year prize fellowship at Trinity in 1935 and he applied himself to combine being a working scientist while at the same time having fun. Victor had a lifelong interest in people who were experts in their field, and during this time he met Linus Pauling and also Albert Tyler, a professor of embryology at the California Institute of Technology, with whom he was to work briefly after the war. He had a genuine passion for science, which offered him the unique mixture of creativity and precision that he so enjoyed, but he had not been raised to earn his living and he found it difficult to settle to the routine and mundane work that is often the handmaiden of scientific discovery. Those who knew him then remember how he punctuated their lives with observant, anonymous personal kindnesses; with fast cars and outrageous remarks; and with the wonderful parties that he and Barbara gave, full of gaiety and laughter and crowded with the famous faces of their friends. Of that time he himself records only his terror at the experience of the Trinity Fellowship Admission dinner, a memory which seems to have remained with him for life: although his pride in his relationship with Trinity was apparent to younger people who knew him, and he donated his magnificent collection of 18th-Century books and manuscripts to the Wren Library, he never dined at Trinity High Table, in spite of frequent requests to do so from his many distinguished friends who did.
Goodnight, then, sleep to gather strength for the morning, for the morning will come. Brightly will it shine on the brave and true, the kindly, on all who suffer for the cause, and gloriously upon the tombs of heroes. Thus will shine the dawn!
W inston C hurchill
The outbreak of war interrupted Victor's biophysical work and the subsequent five years were a watershed for him. The serious side of his character came to the fore. Typically, he took the opportunity to contribute his skills to the war effort and at the same time to improve his knowledge of advanced mathematics with weekly tutorials. Early on, he secured a posting to Intelligence and became the scientific adviser to MI5. This was his first opportunity to apply his scientific abilities to matters outside the laboratory. In MI5 he found his metier, as well as a new friend in Sir Gordon Cox, then Major Cox, Superintendent of SOE Research Laboratories. Major Cox was in charge of a relatively large laboratory and Victor depended on his help with testing various bits of gadgetry. The warm friendship which developed between these two scientists working in a non-scientific environment was welcomed by them both, and was untypical of the wary and sometimes jealous relationships between intelligence agencies.
Throughout this time, Victor was engaged in counter-sabotage work often of a dangerous and demanding kind. The record of his examination of a crate of onions containing a bomb3 captures some of the urgency and exceptional tension involved. On another occasion, he was required to defuse a bomb which had been placed on the seat of an armchair. Speed was of the essence. He was a big man with delicate fingers: using only the back of the chair to protect his body, he defused the bomb solely by his sensitivity of touch. He did this work, as he did everything else, with his customary intensity of concentration, always striving to be the best, whatever the nature of the task in hand. In the summer of 1944 he was awarded the George Medal.
His wartime duties involved protecting Winston Churchill from poisoned or exploding substances. He records how Churchill was amused by the experiments conducted to test his cigars for safety, but impatient of any delay, which would give rise to 'irate messages '.4 This was a pattern he admired enough to emulate. Those of us who worked with Victor in his various capacities after the war each have our own collection of his inimitable terse messages, more often impatient than irate, written in his precise miniature hand.
In the last year of the war, Major Cox had become Colonel Cox and stayed with Colonel Fish (alias Victor) in Paris at the time of the Liberation. Victor had reclaimed his cousins' magnificent but dilapidated house and Gordon Cox had a truck at his disposal which came in useful for ferrying firewood. In zero temperatures this meagre fuel supply gave them a daily choice between one warm room or one warm bath! The events of wartime introduced Victor to Tess, who became his second wife. After her first interview with him, she remembers thinking 'If I accept this job it will change my life'. Significantly, it also changed his. For all his manifest abilities and advantages, Victor was an intensely private person. He had a complicated diffidence and a very deep need for reassurance from time to time. He included himself in the high standards he set for others, and could be painfully self-critical. In Tess he gained the unwavering love and loyalty of a woman who was his equal in integrity, courage, intelligence and compassion, and who surpassed him in patience and forbearance. She excelled at the demanding and selfless task of creating a private supportive family environment which offered him peace and in which others could flourish alongside his overwhelming personality and powerful array of talents. She was perhaps the only person with whom he could always be himself. Their lives together after the war were a shared endeavour; without her steadfast, unobtrusive presence, the contribution he made in so many different spheres would have been greatly diminished, and might not have been made at all. 
Steven W einberg
After the war, Victor returned to the Department of Zoology at Cambridge to continue his research in earnest on what Lord Swann described as 'that most central feature of reproduction and evolution, the fertilization of eggs by spermatozoa.'5 He was keen to be recognized above all as a reputable scientist and the name on the door of his room in the lab read simply 'N.M. V. Rothschild'. Almost immediately he began his collaborative work with the then Michael Swann on fertilization and the block to polyspermy. This work has been described in some detail in the biographical memoir of Lord Swann6 and will not be repeated here. Victor and Michael Swann were brought together by Alan Hodgkin, who could see their common interest and complementary characteristics. Victor worked mainly on the biochemical problems of fertilization while Michael gave a lot of his attention to the mechanisms by which living cells go through mitosis and divide.
Michael Swann recorded that on one occasion, Victor suggested that they use his various microscopes to look at eggs actually being fertilized. They observed a curious change of appearance on the surface of the sea urchin egg and Victor guessed, correctly, that the change must be related to a phenomenon, long suspected, whereby the first spermatozoon to fertilize an egg usually prevents others from penetrating and thus aborting the whole process of development. They planned their experiments in Cambridge and then, to conduct them, went away together each year for two or three weeks of intense activity at marine biological stations, where large quantities of sea urchin eggs could be supplied.
Professor Murdoch Mitchison worked alongside them at the time and describes them as genuine and equal collaborators, contributing in different ways. In the planning and conduct of the experiments they were equals, but Victor was much better at numbers and it was he who did most of the detailed analysis and wrote most of the resulting five joint papers between 1949 and 1952. The style is recognizably his -careful, precise and without the bold conclusions that would characterize his work in later life. Michael Swann recalled 'the innumerable hours of thought and argument, sometimes heated, interspersed with enjoyable interludes of practical work, generating the added excitement of discovering whether the latest experiment demolished or confirmed the latest idea';7 he confessed to the young Mitchison his great relief that he was spared the writing of the papers. Neither man ever forgot the excitement of that time and years later, Michael Swann paid tribute to Victor's generosity in acknowledging the contribution of a younger man.
In 1953 the scientific reputation Victor had been so keen to earn was confirmed with his election to the Fellowship of the Royal Society for his studies on the mechanism of fertilization of the egg and on the physiology of spermatozoa. The citation records 'All his work is characterized by a combination of intellectual originality and technical skill.' It applied to everything he did.
There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its success than the introduction of a new order of things, because the innovator has for enemies all those who have done well under the old conditions and lukewarm defenders in those who may do well under the new.
N iccolo M achiavelli
In parallel with his scientific work, Victor continued to work for the public service. He had a personal interest in farming and in 1948, he accepted appointment as Chairman of the Agricultural Research Council (AFRC). As is so often the case, he was a compromise candidate rather than the first choice, but he has the distinction of being the only scientist to date to have chaired the AFRC. He proved to be a very interventionist chairman. He had not been in office a year before he raised the subject of research priorities. The Council's initial reaction was to deter consideration. Subsequently it set up a small committee in consultation with a designated member of Council' who was none other than the then Professor (later Lord) Solly Zuckerman, a friend of Victor's and newly appointed to the Council. Twenty years later, both men would be in the Cabinet Office considering the future pattern of Government-funded Research and Development.
The ARC had been created in 1931 'to complete the organization for the supervision of Government-aided research, other spheres of which were covered by the MRC and the DSIR but it had never been given full autonomy. Its administration was in the hands of the Development Commission, and most of the public spending on agricultural research was controlled by the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, the ARC's role being purely advisory. Victor, together with the Secretary, Sir William Slater, entered into a long struggle to gain autonomy. With the passing of the Agricultural Research Act in 1956, they secured their objective, putting the ARC on the same footing as the MRC and the DSIR.
Over and above this, Victor's main contribution to the ARC was to raise it to new levels ol excellence. He introduced his own high standards of intellectual rigour to both the discussion and execution of its research programmes. He developed important new lines of enquiry and he was instrumental in establishing the Unit of Reproductive Physiology and Biochemistry under Thaddeus Mann. In 1953 he delivered the Jubilee Lecture at Long Ashton, setting out concerns about research management that were to remain in the forefront of his mind and have a dramatic impact when he set them out again, in greater refinement, from a national platform 20 years later. He spoke about the inadequate contact between the research worker and the customer, in this case the farmer; he deplored the way in which research was organized and the proliferation of committees; and he declared his views on the need for greater accountability by scientists and the setting of priorities in research. He articulated his belief that scientific work should be motivated by the desire to contribute knowledge that would be of use to others.
He was regarded as an able chairman, always well informed, not infrequently from sources other than the Secretary's brief. He was a good judge of scientists and made it his business to become acquainted with those he regarded as established or potentially future leaders, especially in newly developing fields. He knew instinctively which were the promising new fields, well outside the confines of biology; Sir Gordon Cox recalls that he asked him to explain lasers to him 'almost before I had heard of them m yself. Victor did not necessarily make friends with, or even like, those whom he found it useful to know, but he rarely, if ever, allowed personal prejudice to influence his scientific judgement. He served a ten year term at ARC, leaving it in 1958. He is remembered as always open to suggestions and ready to debate ideas; as a hidden hand of generosity that enabled things to happen; and as having a capacity for being extremely rude to colleagues in a disarmingly humorous way! During this period he moved away from academic science to a broader application of its principles. He wrote two books which are still in active use. Fertilization, a textbook, was published in 1956 and remains an outstanding work on the subject. He also prepared the material for A Classification o f Living Animals, which was published in 1961. In his lecture at the Royal Society of Arts in 19718, he described vividly and characteristically not only the situation which led him to write the book, but also the number of people he managed to irritate in the process. The book went into several editions and is still used by zoologists as a source of reference. When Victor inherited his title in 1937, he acquired a position of leadership within the British Jewish community. Before the war, he was one of the few people with authority who drew attention to the plight of the Jewish people in Germany. He was not a religious man but he was immensely proud of his family name and conscious of its place in history. He felt a responsibility to make a contribution that would bear comparison with those of his forebears. At the same time as he was involving himself in British public life, he was also active in Israel. He was entirely committed to the concept of Israel and cared deeply that it developed along lines that would command international respect. He was immensely proud of that country's achievements, and pleased to be associated with them. After the war he became a regular visitor until the last few years of his life. He was particularly concerned to see scientific development in Israel soundly established and had a long association with the Weizmann Institute, to which he made substantial scientific and technological contributions, as well as arranging financial support. He had a habit of turning up there unannounced. The Director would get a call saying 'There's a Rothschild at the gate -can he be let in?' Once admitted, he was often critical but always constructive; his caustic remarks were always to the point and his advice invariably valuable. In his memorial address, Sir Andrew Huxley observed that 'Victor had the self-knowledge and the strength of mind to move out of scientific research at the age of 48', and he set about putting into practice what he was later to preach -the integration of scientific research to the process of finding solutions to industrial problems. By 1959 Victor had attracted the attention of Shell, who had substantial agrochemical interests, and appreciated his rigorous practical approach. They appointed him as a consultant to Shell Research Ltd., and in October 1961, he became Vice Chairman of this company and was made head of Shell's research in the UK. His brief was to upgrade the quality of the British component of Shell's research worldwide.
He knew little about oil or chemicals, but he knew how to pick good scientists. He began by identifying those he wanted to hire and those who would create suitable vacancies. He set about recruiting people of high calibre and, with typical panache, he brought three more Fellows of the Royal Society into a company where there had been only one before. He appointed Professor (later Sir) Morris Sugden as Director of Shell's Thornton Research Centre. With the help of Sir Robert Robinson (a past President of the Royal Society and then a Director of Shell Chemicals), Victor was able to recruit Professor (later Sir) John Cornforth and Dr George Popjak from the MRC to be joint Directors of Shell's new Milstead Laboratory of Chemical Enzymology. Victor was able to promise them that they could spend up to 50 % of their time pursuing their own interests -a promise kept which played its part in yielding a Nobel prize in due course -and a laboratory built and staffed to their own specifications. Nicknamed the 'Popcorn Laboratory', the joint Directors obtained Victor's amused permission to bury a tin of best quality popcorn in the foundations as they were laid. The appointment of John Cornforth also led to the installation of one of the earliest types of facsimile machines in British industry. He had become deaf and Victor and his staff needed a way to communicate with him, quickly and accurately. In his customary manner Victor pursued the matter which resulted in the installation of an Electrowriter with the help of the Post Office, who were pleased to find someone with an interest in applying their new technology.
One of Victor's great talents was his ability to identify significant issues while they were still small specks on the horizon. He understood at once that petroleum products were going to become much too valuable to be burned in engines and boilers. He was one of the few people, at that time, to appreciate the implications of the finite resources of fossil fuels and the importance of developing alternative sources of energy within a comparatively short timescale. He became interested in fuel-cells as energy sources and methane as a potential starting point for food. He continued to pursue these interests in the Cabinet Office when the OPEC crisis was to make his knowledge extraordinarily timely.
He became Group Research Co-ordinator in 1964, which put him in charge of all research in the Royal Dutch Shell group of companies world-wide, except that his relationship with Shell's research in the USA had to be slightly different for anti-trust reasons. Victor enjoyed travelling so he took the opportunity to get to know the researchers wherever they were, and to introduce them to one another. He transferred managers and senior staff from one location to another, generated ideas and created synergy. He is remembered as eternally inquisitive, never taking anything for granted and always wanting everything done instantly. On one occasion he noticed an old Persian proverb written on an office wallboard and asked for the translation. His sense of humour did not fail him when he was told that it read 'Foolish is he who tries to pick up two watermelons in one hand'.
Shell had always enjoyed a reputation for innovative management and, during Victor's tenure, the company developed its thinking on the relationship between the 'customer' (meaning the part of Shell's operations with a problem to solve) and the 'contractor' (the appropriate research laboratory to tackle the problem). Attention to this relationship was regarded as a significant management tool, with the conduct of ongoing dialogue between the customer and the contractor identified as pivotally important. Victor was impressed by the application of this principle to Shell's business. It was demonstrably effective and it harmonized with the views which he had expressed publicly in 1953 and sought to implement while Chairman of the ARC. Later, he was to give it national prominence when he applied it to Government-funded Research and Development.
* * *
When an elderly and distinguished scientist tells you that something is impossible, he is almost certainly wrong.
A.C. Clarke
Shell had a compulsory retirement age of 60. In 1970, Victor retired in the normal way and promptly embarked on a new career which was to be the pinnacle of his achievements and the most demanding phase of his remarkable life. On 1 February 1971, he took up what he described as 'a job in the Cabinet Office', gazetted officially as the Head of the Central Policy Review Staff (CPRS), known popularly as the Think Tank. As with the ARC, he was not the first choice but he proved to be an inspired one and most likely the best that could have been made. On his appointment his longtime friend Lord Drogheda wrote 'the PM [Prime Minister] showed imagination in offering it to you, and you showed courage in accepting. ' Significantly, in view of what was to follow, his friend and successor at the ARC, the Hon. J. J. (now Sir John) Astor wrote 'Now that you are stalking the corridors, perhaps you can be persuaded to use your influence to see that the ARC is not put under the "control" ofM A FF. ' Victor described the job of the Think Tank as 'to provide impartial and expert advice to the Prime Minister, the Cabinet and Ministers on major issues which are multi-Departmental in content or of such national importance as to require collective Cabinet decisions . .. Our job therefore is to analyse, which necessitates asking questions.'9 The asking of questions was one of Victor's great contributions to the business of government. He was never prepared to take anything for granted and he was not constrained by Whitehall conventions on polite behaviour. He was never afraid to ask the most basic questions, those that others frame but never voice, lacking the self confidence to risk exposure of their own ignorance. 'Why?' and 'What if?' rumbled many a subtle safeguard of the status quo and caused a flush on many a senior countenance. He forced the Government machine to look at itself critically. He made it acceptable to examine first principles without fear of looking foolish.
The first major issue in which he became involved was the report by the then Sir Frederick (now Lord) Dainton, Chairman of the Council for Scientific Policy, on the future framework for Government-funded Research and Development. This was a time of general ferment in science policy and it was inevitable that Victor would be drawn into the debate. He was invited to comment on the report before publication. His own views did not accord with those in the report and he took personal soundings of the Royal Society. He decided that Fellows were somewhat hostile to his intentions and he formed the view that the Society was reluctant to accept any changes to the status quo. That did not cause him to change his views; merely to prepare them in secrecy. A few scientific colleagues deduced which way the wind was blowing, but he confided in no-one. His close friend Alan Hodgkin was President of the Royal Society at the time. Not until the evening before publication was he apprised, over dinner, of what was to be made public the following day.
In November 1971 the Government published a Green Paper entitled A Framework fo r Government Research and D e v e l o p m e n t , which included a report attributed to V the title 'The organization and management of Government R&D'. The report caused uproar within and without the scientific community. His sister found it necessary to put a notice on the door of her lab in Oxford 'I am not my brother's keeper -but please come in.' It was Victor's view that this violent reaction was provoked by three things: the proposals to transfer some monies from the Research Councils' budgets to sponsoring government departments; the enunciation of the customer-contractor principle; and the terseness of the text, in particular 'the customer says what he wants; the contractor does it (if he can); and the customer pays.' There were, perhaps, other reasons. The scientific community was not unaware of some of the shortcomings of the research council system, but it had expected to be able to redress them in a conventional manner. Nor was it unfamiliar with the customer-contractor principle, which was already in limited operation, but it could not accept the extent of the transfer proposed. The community had enjoyed the reflected glory of the eminent position bestowed on one of its own, only to find itself dealt what was perceived as a mortal blow by that same person.
The conflict became extremely public when, a month after the report's publication, Victor delivered the Trueman Wood Lecture to the Royal Society of Arts with all his usual clarity and eloquence, and a fair measure of brazen cheek. He made it clear that his views did not apply to basic research, but he left no doubt that he had modified them since his tenure at the ARC when he told his RSA audience that he objected to 'virtually all medical, agricultural and environmental research being controlled, autonomously, by scientists and, to a lesser extent, engineers and mathematicians, with concomitant downgrading of the research commissioned by Government Departments and, with a few exceptions such as the Bell Telephone Laboratories, by Industry.'10 He stated unequivocally that he was not anti-science nor anti-scientist but that 'the scientific community must be careful not to cling, inordinately long, to outdated concepts.' Seen from the perspective of 1992, his thinking was, once again, ahead of his time; but at the time his remarks were brutal, and there are many who have not found it possible to forgive him.
Many of Victor's observations on the management of R&D were right, and they were consistent with the views he had developed from his practical experience at the ARC and Shell, but he made a major error of judgement: the purity of his argument took no account of the way the principles he enunciated would work in practice, in real situations with real people. In those early days, for all his sophistication, he was not fully conversant with the subtleties of Whitehall relationships, and believed he could bring about real change in the behaviour of civil servants. He also misjudged the strength of feeling his report would arouse among his scientific friends. In the true spirit of scientific enquiry, he challenged the established order; like any other interest group under attack, the scientific community defended itself.
The clamour of battle was such that it may have obscured some of Victor's objectives. For example, his recommendation for a Chief Scientist post was intended to reverse the discrimination in the civil service against people with professional qualifications. At first he greatly enjoyed the storm he had provoked but later he came to feel hurt; it became clear that both what he had said, and the way in which he had said it, had damaged irrevocably some long-standing friendships which he valued, and furthermore, his recommendations had been subverted in their implementation. In a letter to Lord Dainton written after he had left the CPRS, he added a manuscript PS: 'Anyway, you defeated me in the end.' Many years later in 1988, the Secretary to the AFRC, Professor Bill Stewart, now the Chief Scientific Adviser, sought to persuade Victor to reconsider his earlier position on government-funded research. Victor listened to him, and did not disagree entirely with the points he made, but he declined to return to the public arena.
The challenging and fearless intellectual approach that he had displayed in the debate over R&D was a unique asset in his dealings with the Cabinet. Victor was a natural animateur. He enjoyed taking organizations in new directions and leading people towards new destinations. Government was to be no exception. He picked a small team with several lively younger people to work with him, including the now Secretary of the Cabinet and the now Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, and a couple of future ambassadors. In a short space of time he had created a new and refreshingly different culture which operated with insouciant independence at the very heart of government. There had never been anything like this in Whitehall before, nor has there been since. Independent-mindedness is an uncomfortable quality which is not generally encouraged; that it was allowed to flourish in these particular circumstances was remarkable.
The pace was hectic. Papers had to be written to keep up with Cabinet business and no paper was ever allowed to go forward without rigorous analysis and a recommendation for practical action. Complex ideas and proposals had to be contained within two pages. If Victor liked you he expected to have your life at his command; having imprinted his own high standards of the way he expected things to be done, he relentlessly questioned you, tested you, berated you, cherished you and exploited you; at any one time a team of never more than 16 was covering some 23 major topics, including economic policy and government strategy, as well as several minor ones. No one complained. It was as challenging as climbing Everest without oxygen.
The strategy presentations made to the Cabinet collectively were uniquely his. Victor took endless trouble with them and gave detailed attention to the method of presentation, believing that a message was more likely to be received if it was well presented. One of his key objectives was the clarification and exposition of options open to ministers without a mass of supporting papers with what he described as 'their inevitable ifs and buts'. Presentations were made orally, supported by slides and charts. The presentation showed ministers whether they were on course, and if not, how to get back, as well as the consequences of certain courses of action.
Although, like a great stage performer, he was desperately nervous in the hours before a presentation, once he had started ministers felt the full force of his intellectual horsepower. He was not in the least afraid to tell them unacceptable truths and was prepared to risk being wrong in order to ensure that the right points were discussed. To help ministers remain alert during a presentation, he would include among the economic indicators a slide of a nubile girl on a sun lounger in the south of France. The expertise he had acquired at Shell was timely, and he put energy policy high on the ministerial agenda. It is not uncommon experience for an adviser to give advice, have the advice ignored or rejected, and to be proved right. Victor was no exception. An energy presentation he made 20 years ago was prophetic in its analysis.
After a presentation, he would treat the whole team to dinner. CPRS anniversaries were celebrated at the Mirabelle. In recognition of Victor's dislike of pomposity in all its guises, the traditional after-dinner speeches were replaced by brilliant parodies of official minutes and government telegrams. The elegant, irreverent humour spared no one, but the ability to laugh together at themselves and those they worked with was a measure of the strong bonds between the team that Victor had assembled and of which he was part. Fifteen years later, when Victor had reached a personal nadir in the aftermath of Blunt's treachery, his CPRS reassembled to take him out to dinner and remind him that it was still possible to share laughter among friends.
He took a thoughtful interest in 'important trivia' as well as grand designs. He was quietly appalled at the management of government business and amazed that there were not more disasters. He produced two papers, one entitled 'Decision-making under stress' and the other on Committees . The latter is a small masterpiece, singularly his own: 'A committee should not become an institution that is its own excuse for existing.' He wanted to make government more open and accessible. He sought to put selection for senior civil service appointments on a more competitive professional basis and to raise the quality and broaden the base of people selected for public appointments. Notwithstanding the value of his ideas, he was at his least effective in this area of work. He was permitted to paint upon the broad canvas of government policy, but the bureaucracy controls the nature and pace of change through the appointments system; it had no intention of allowing him to interfere with the way things were done.
The politicians did not always like the message he delivered but they recognized the value of someone who was able to deliver it. Victor always enjoyed the support of the Prime Minister until the day he omitted to check the PM's speech arrangements. In the event they spoke on the same day, on the same topic, but they had different things to say which was not lost on the press. This led to a dressing-down though subsequently the two men remained on cordial terms. Immediately after the 1974 Election, it was to Cambridge that Edward Heath went to relax for the weekend. * * * Do not climb down the ladder; I have taken it away.
Samuel B eckett
With Heath's departure it became clear that the role of the CPRS would never be as interesting again and, in September 1974, Victor left. A few months later in the 1975 New Year Honours, the man who did not seek honours was given something special: he was made a Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the British Empire (GBE). The significance of his entry at the top of the Order was not lost on the Permanent Secretaries. They who had been his adversaries while becoming his friends sent their individual congratulations on an award 'like the Garter, only with merit thrown in.' One wrote 'We miss you here -1 never laugh now at the first meeting on Monday mornings. ' Victor became a Director of the family bank and became its Chairman from April 1975 until the following June. He did not leave public life but became Chairman of the Royal Commission on Gambling in 1976. The Commission's report, published two years later, was characteristically thorough and meticulous in its attention to detail. It had 303 recommendations. Recommendation 127 was for a single national lottery for good causes, such as sport, the arts and other deserving causes. At the bank he turned his attention to attracting new business which led to the setting up of Biotechnology Investments Ltd. in 1981, once again demonstrating his extraordinary foresight. Its objective was to enable the public to take a stake, albeit a somewhat speculative one, in genetic engineering, gene splicing and other molecular biological subjects subsumed under the term biotechnology. In 1982, he was asked to review the future of the then Social Science Research Council, and found a formula that reprieved it from execution and suggested some ways forward. Behind the scenes, he contributed to the work of the group devising alternatives to rates. Throughout this time, he continued to take an interest in promising young scientists, personally providing financial support for several whose careers were threatened by chronic shortage of funds.
Then, in the early 1980s, a youthful friendship formed in good faith half a century before was revealed in its full horror. For several years, investigative writers had been pursuing the identity of unspecified individuals who had been involved with Burgess, Maclean and Philby. In 1980, Anthony Blunt's involvement as the fourth man became public knowledge. In the media, the hunt was on for the fifth man. Victor had known Burgess, been a friend of Blunt's in his undergraduate days, and done wartime service in British intelligence. It was inevitable that his name was drawn into the speculation. Victor found this unbearable, both personally and because of his sense of the implied slur upon the honour of his family name. He became obsessed with the need to prove beyond doubt that he was not an agent of the Russians.
He had been told some years before of Blunt's deception, a discovery which he described as a blow 'devastating, crushing and beyond belief'.11 He met Peter Wright when Wright was investigating Blunt and gave him his full cooperation. Later, when a dispute arose over Wright's pension provision, Victor considered that he had been unfairly treated and took his part, though to no avail. Now, he enlisted Wright's help in the writing of an accurate record. For Victor, this was to be the irrefutable testimony of his honour, but when Wright came to this country on Victor's invitation to discuss this record, it became apparent that Wright had his own agenda. He had prepared a 'dossier' (which was, in effect, the first draft of Spy catcher) and he sought Victor's advice and help on how to disseminate effectively the message that Wright wanted to convey. After two years of torment over what Victor could do to clear his name, the speculative interest subsided and he received at last public assurances of his integrity that he could accept, but a sad anxiety was to linger in his mind about what might be said after his death. * * * Let us confront this difficulty squarely, and pass on.
U nknown Preacher
To the last hours of his life, Victor enjoyed the excitement of learning new things. He was never prepared to allow his brain to deteriorate simply because it was growing older. At age 70 he decided to learn a new subject, mathematical statistics. He became sufficiently proficient to publish several mathematical papers and at the age of 74 he was elected to the Fellowship of the Royal Statistical Society. Mathematics had never lost their fascination for him and he became very interested in prime numbers. Nor did age diminish his personal discipline. From his youth he had been a serious smoker of strong cigarettes but a few months before his 76th birthday he stopped, abruptly. I was puzzled by this dramatic action at an age when it hardly seemed to matter. 'Why now?' I asked. 'Because the doctor told me it was bad for my health' he replied.
Four years later, when he died, peacefully, in his sitting room overlooking Green Park with his favourite drink in his hand, he had with his customary thoughtfulness left precise instructions for his funeral arrangements, sparing his family any difficulty in carrying out his wishes. He wanted to be buried in the Brady Street Cemetery next to his ancestor whom he so much admired and whose example he had tried to follow. This simple wish required permission from Tower Hamlets Borough Council, Beth Din, and the Privy Council. He secured all the necessary permissions before his death. With typical diffidence he realized it was 'just possible' that there would be a memorial service, and if so, he would like it to be held at Trinity, the College he rarely visited but of which he was so proud to be a Fellow; and at the West London Synagogue. Nothing would have given him greater pleasure than to have seen that assembled throng, though he would not have wanted to be part of such a large crowd. It included four Prime Ministers and, as one who gave great attention to the placement at dinner, it would have delighted him in every way to observe their careful seating as they came to pay their respects. * * * I am a friend not won with trifles, nor lost with the like.
Queen Elizabeth I
Most of the space in a biographical memoir is devoted to the achievements of the Fellow but this memoir would not be complete without a mention of V ictors exceptional gift for friendship. He was a caring and attentive friend to many people in many different walks of life. Although he enhanced their lives, he also drew replenishment from them. Each person can recall acts of thoughtful generosity and kindness; several remember Victor entertaining them by playing jazz on the piano after supper; everyone remembers his self-deprecating sense of humour and his ability to make the most serious things enjoyable. He loved good jokes, even when they were on him.
Throughout a lifetime's friendship, his contemporary Marcus Sieff had been accustomed to dropping in on Victor of an evening, unannounced. He usually found him at the piano when he arrived but could rarely persuade him to continue playing. Victor was much too keen to discuss the day's events. When he was appointed to head the CPRS, Marcus sent him a note: There was no cause for concern; their friendship was one of mutual affection and respect and they made an effective partnership. On the weekend he left the CPRS, Victor invited the Sieffs and the Hodgkins to join Tess and himself to enjoy his best wines. They marked his departure from government in a manner distinctively Rothschild.
A man with Victor's range of talents, interests and connections will be remembered for many different things by many people. Not all the things he changed have withstood reversion, but few of those who came in contact with him remained unchanged by the experience. Although people did not always agree with him they had no doubt that they were engaging with a champion who was strong enough to accept he could be wrong. The issues he identified as important have not gone away and some of his proposed solutions are still applicable. The standards of excellence he set for himself and instilled in others live on, in them.
